A rural crossroad.
The critical access hospital program is one of the few positive things for hospitals to come out of the 1997 Balanced Budget Act. It has meant salvation for the nearly 1,200 hospitals that have received the designation, and enables them to invest in facility upgrades, new equipment and additional staff. But a revamped Medicare managed care initiative threatens their payments and the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services and the Medicare Payment Advisory Program are taking a hard look at the program's costs. Some observers fear changes could be proposed that would weaken the CAH program.